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WHAT IS DRAMA? 

You may wonder why we are raising this question. If you 
are asked this same question, you will definitely have an 
answer. One can guess that your answer will reflect your 
understanding of drama based on your exposure to it. Let 
us assume that each one of us will give different definitions 
based on peculiar understanding of the subject. A better 
approach may be to examine the various ways drama has 
been defined, so we can note the qualities of drama that are 
highlighted. 

In the everyday use of the word drama, the element of 
conflict is often given prominence. This particularly 
emerges from the way it is seen in the mass media. The 
dramatic is any situation which creates a sense of the 
unexpected or the abnormal. At other times, the dramatic is 
limited to that which involves action in the sense of 
demonstration. For instance, a teacher may be said to be 
dramatic if he injects life into his teaching by acting our 
situation and experiences that he is describing. 

For our purpose, a broader and more universal 
understanding of the dramatic is needed. For a start, you 
should recognize the fact that drama involves some 
components which no informed examination can overlook. 
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These components are ACTION, DIALOGIE and 
CONFLICT. Drama brings all these together to make a 
meaningful whole. We shall take a closer look at these 
aspects of drama in a moment. However, we must 
immediately admit that the ultimate experience of drama is 
the presentation on stage before an audience. This implies 
that it has a message to communicate and has some 
relevance to human experience. This is probably why the 
concept of MIMETIC or imitation is often emphasized in 
relation to drama. To say that drama is MIMETIC implies 
that it is imitative of reality. The mimetic impulse of drama 
is one feature that makes it appeal to people. In other 
words, it is the quality that makes it relevant. Let us for a 
moment consider the components of drama that we earlier 
identified. 

ACTION 

This is what keeps the plot of a play moving. The play 
emerges from the enactment of actions before an audience. 
Acting generally generates other actions. Conflict evolves 
in the process until there is a climax under which the plot is 
finally terminated through the resolution or denouncement, 
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CHARACTER 

Drama is impossible without people. People who are 
allotted roles in a play are called character. Character is an 
important component of drama as is DIALOGUE. 

The verbal exchanges among characters in a play help to 
realize the intention of a playwright. Just as a novelist 
narrates his story, the playwright depends on the interaction 
of characters to expand his ideas. 

Characters are made to speak in such a way that the 
situation desired by the writer will be created. Even though 
the writer often supplies relevant background information, 
the characters always play out the writer’s intentions in 
their action and verbal exchanges with exception of MIME 
that does not use dialogue, most forms of drama depend 
largely on dialogue. At times, some characters also embark 
on an extensive revelation of their minds to the audience, 
such bursts are called soliloquies. It is normal that 
characters be assigned the language that is appropriate to 
their social status in the drama. 

CONFLICT - is another aspect of drama you will need to 
recognize. It naturally grows out of interaction of the 
characters. It is a product of the contending forces in a 
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drama. The conflicting actions and tendencies manifest 
when the play reaches the climax. The conflict is eventually 
resolved at the end and is known as DENOUEMENT. 

ORIGIN OF DRAMA 

It may interest you to know that there have been debates as 
to the origins of drama, you should not be surprised at this. 
It is customary for scholars to advance arguments and 
counter-arguments on matters of interests. Scholarly 
debates are meant to help us to properly understand issues 
by scrutinizing them and subjecting them to critical 
assessment. There are mainly three positions or theories 
that have been proposed to explain the origin of drama. Let 
us quickly add that there may not be only one explanation 
of drama in different parts of the world. 

RITUAL ORIGIN THEORY 

The theory that insists on the ritual origin of drama is about 
the most influential. It suggests that the roots of drama may 
be traced to ritual observances. This ritual would normally 
involve a ceremony in which the priest played an important 
role at a designed location. The priest would also wear a 
special dress especially meant for the occasion. The role, 
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dress and utterances of the priest will have parallels in the 
theatre. 

The case of the Dionysian ritual in ancient Greece has often 
been cited as a case point. This explains why the roots of 
Greek drama are generally traced to the ritual observances 
in the temple of Dionysus. 

THE MIMETIC IMPULSE THEORY 

One other attempt at explaining the origin of drama 
suggests that we cannot divorce drama from the tendency 
to imitate actions and experiences, as a way of seeking to 
understand them better. 

SELF-ASSESSEMENT EXERCISE 

i. What is drama? 

ii. Identify four components of drama. 

iii. Identify and discuss two theories that explain the origin 
of drama. 
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THE NATURE OF DRAMA 

You need to note that drama mirrors society. It has also 
developed and absorbed the major conditions of various 
dramatists over the ages. The unique identity of drama is 
that, like other forms of literature, it can be reand and it can 
also be experienced on stage. But there are certain aspects 
of drama that mark it as different from the prose narrative 
which is realized through narration: drama only folds 
through dialogue. While the novel is also divided into 
chapters and a poem is written mostly in stanzas, drama is 
divided into Act and Scenes. Interesting dramatic practice 
allows the dramatist a lot of latitude. There is no rule 
specifying how long a play can be. William Shakespeare 
the five-act structure the standard for his plays. Many 
playwrights have since adopted other standards. 

While dialogue is central to the advancement of action in 
acts and scenes, STAGE DIRECTORS help give shape to 
actions on stage and they represent the playwright’s 
intervention. A few plays make use of the NARRATOR 
whose duty is to give some insight into actions to be 
anticipated. 
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In addition to the fact that a drama text can be read by an 
individual in the privacy of his residence, the AUDIENCE 
in the theatre can give immediate reaction to a play which 
is being presented on stage. 

It is also possible to have a sense of PLOT in a play. 
Without a clear understanding of the storyline, it is possible 
to properly appreciate a play. 

SELF-ASSESSMENT EXERCISE 

How are the following related to drama? 

i. Acts and scenes 

ii. Stage directors 

iii. Climax 

It always necessary for you to try to identify the central 
character in a play that is called the protagonist. 

In many cases, the actions in the play will be revolve round 
the protagonist. All other characters in the play must also 
be seen and assessed to determine the role they are 
assigned. Most of the time, the language a character is 
allotted will reveal a lot about his social position, level of 
education, and so on. 
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CHARACTERISTICS OF DRAMA 

We will consider some of the features or characteristics of 
drama, each type of drama has its peculiar characteristics, 
but we shall consider those that are common to them all. 

PLAYWRIGHT 

Do you know who a playwright? This is the author or 
writer of a drama text or play. For example Ola Rotimi is 
that playwright of the play The Gods are Not to Blame, 
Wole Soyinka is the playwright of The Lion and the Jewel 
and William Shakespeare is the playwright of The Twelfth 
Night. 

CHARACTERS 

These are the person, animals, other creatures or things that 
the playwright has created to act out the play or drama, 
there are usually two types of characters: the flat and round. 

a. Flat Character - are static characters that do not change 
from the beginning to the end of the play. 

b. Round Characters - it contrasts to the flat characters, 
are dynamic and they grow and develop with the play. 
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Everything about them is revealed in the play. They are 
usually the main characters of the play. 

PROTAGONISTS 

These are the leading characters in a play. They are the 
most important. The entire action of the play centers on 
them. They are the heroes and heroines of the play. If the 
play has a happy ending, the protagonists are comic 
characters. If the play has a sad ending, the protagonists are 
tragic characters. 

ANTAGONISTS 

These are the characters whose main aim is to contend with 
the protagonists. They work against the interest of the 
protagonist. In most cases, they lead to the downfall of the 
protagonists, if the play is tragic or to the happy ending if 
the play is comical. 

CONFLICT 

This is another characteristic of the drama. It is usually a 
struggle for supremacy between the protagonists and 
antagonists of the play. The conflict is usually resolved. 
This is called conflict resolution or denouement. 
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ASSEMENET EXERCISE I 

Take a drama text and bring out the following: 

i. Flat character 

ii. Round character 

iii. Protagonist 

iv. Antagonist 

v. The playwright 

Of course, it is possible for you to view drama text from 
another angle. This is the angle of the characteristic 
features of the drama text itself. Some of the features you 
should be familiar with are: plot, scenes, acts, prologue, 
epilogue, interlude, flashback, dramatist personae, cast, 
suspense, climax and soliloquy. I think you will be happy if 
each of these terms is defined for you. Indeed, you will 
need to know their definitions to be able to appreciate 
drama texts that will be analyzed in the course of this study. 

A scene is the performable, parts into which a drama piece 
is divided. Scenes are under an act and they represent a 
complete episode or event to be dramatized. Most of the 
Shakespearean plays are presented in scenes. Indeed, a 


Page 11 of 13 





ENG2209 - MODERN AFRICAN DRAMA 


scene is a sequence of continuous action in a play. A play is 
made up of acts, and acts are made up of scenes. 

A plot is the central plan or an outline of events in a play. 
The plot usually runs from the beginning of the play to the 
end. 

A prologue suggests an introductory scene to the play or an 
address or speech made before the commencement of a 
dramatic performance. Many of the Shakespearean pays 
start with prologues. So also do Ola Rotimi’s The Gods are 
not Balame and Goldsmith’s She Stoops to Conquer. 

An epilogue is the direct opposite of a prologue. A short 
scene is tagged to a play at the end, like an appendage or 
final address or a final speech at the close of dramatic 
performance. An example is found in many of the 
Shakespearean plays and Goldsmith’s She Stoops to 
Conquer. 

ASSESSMENT EXERCISE II 

Use your dictionary to find the meaning of the following 
dramatics terms: interlude, flashback, cast, dramatic 
personae, suspense, climax, aside and soliloquy. 
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